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7,500 songbirds killed at Canaport gas plant in Saint John
Migrating birds, some possible endangered species, flew into gas flare

CBC News Posted: Sep 17, 2013 1:24 PM AT Last Updated: Sep 18, 2013 7:48 AM AT

About 7,500 songbirds, possibly including some endangered species, were killed while flying over a gas
plant in Saint John late last week, officials have confirmed.

It appears the migrating birds flew into the gas flare at Canaport LNG between Friday night and
Saturday morning, said Fraser Forsythe, the company's health, safety, security and environmental
manager.

The birds were drawn to the flame like moths, an extremely unusual event, according to Don McAlpine,
the head of zoology at the New Brunswick Museum.

"They would circle in around that and of course with a large flame like that and high temperatures, they
wouldn't need to get terribly close to become singed or burned."

The weather conditions were foggy and overcast at the time, which may have contributed to the incident,
said McAlpine.

Not much is known about how such birds navigate at night, but officials believe they are attracted to
light, particularly red or flashing lights, he said.

The flare tower at the Canaport liquefied natural gas receiving and regasification terminal is about 30
metres tall and the size of the flame varies, depending on weather conditions. It is typically higher amid
low-pressure systems.

Flaring is part of the standard operation at the east side plant, located on Red Head Road, and is
designed as a safety release system. It is used to maintain normal operating pressure by burning off
small amounts of excess natural gas.

An estimated 6,800 birds were killed, while several hundred more were injured and had to be put
down. "There were too many birds to count," said McAlpine.

"A crude estimate at this stage suggests about 7,500 birds died,"  he said. "There's certainly more than
5,000 and probably less than 10,000 birds affected."

'Although this is certainly a tragic event and it's shocking to see 7,500 dead birds, it’s a drop in
the bucket in terms of the number of birds that are killed from human actions every year.' —
Don McAlpine, New Brunswick Museum zoologist

McAlpine is still examining several hundred of the dead birds, which are being stored in a freezer, to try
to identify their species.

There were a large number of red-eyed vireos, several types of warblers, including parula, black-and-
white, magnolias and redstarts, as well as a few thrushes and rose-breasted grosbeaks, he said.
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It's possible there may have also been some endangered species, such as the olive-sided flycatcher
and Canada warbler, which are on the federal government's species at risk registry, said McAlpine.

"There are some flycatchers involved, but I haven't identified them yet. There's very few. Likewise with
the Canada warbler, I haven't seen any yet, but it doesn't mean they're not there."

Many of the birds were badly burned, but some appeared completely unscathed, said McAlpine. He
suspects they became disoriented and hit the tower or the ground, but several have been sent to the
Atlantic Veterinary College in Prince Edward Island for necropsies to determine if there were any
underlying conditions or external factors that may have contributed to the bird deaths.

The affected birds, which are mostly insect-eating, spend their summers in New Brunswick nesting and
breeding before heading to Mexico, Central and South America for the winter, he said.

Staff 'reduced to tears'
Canaport LNG employees were devastated when they discovered the dead and injured birds piled up
around the base of the plant's flame on Saturday morning, said Forsythe.

"We've got people that are pretty well reduced to tears here," he said.

"It has really struck home to our employees here and they've expressed a lot of remorse to me that this
would happen. It's a very unexpected event," Forsythe said, adding it was the first incident of this type at
the plant.

Cleanup efforts continued into Tuesday, said Forsythe.

Staff alerted the provincial Department of Environment, the Canadian Wildlife Service and the Atlantic
Wildlife Institute in Sackville about the incident immediately, he said.

Barry Rothfuss, executive director of the Atlantic Wildlife Institute, said they are still busy dealing with
the "carnage."

But they hope to be able to determine the cause and make recommendations to prevent a similar
occurrence. "That's going to take some time," he said.

"I don't think it could have been necessarily perceived and accidents like this do happen and so it's a
learning experience for all of us," Rothfuss added.

McAlpine said there is not a lot of information about bird mortalities involving flare towers.

"There's been a recognized need recently for further monitoring of this kind of thing," he said.

Still, McAlpine, said it's important to put the incident in perspective, noting an estimated one billion birds
in the U.S. are killed every year from human causes.

"Although this is certainly a tragic event and it's shocking to see 7,500 dead birds, it’s a drop in the
bucket in terms of the number of birds that are killed from human actions every year," said McAlpine.

The leading cause of death is birds flying into tall office buildings, while house cats rank third, he said.
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Canaport LNG, owned by Repsol and Irving Oil Ltd., lists bird monitoring as among its environmental
and reporting activities on its website.

Migratory birds have been considered in previous environmental impact assessments at the terminal.

In March 2012, Canaport LNG announced plans for a $43-million upgrade to make the facility more
efficient and cut down on flaring.
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